A SHORTER HISTORY OF ENGLAND
country. This tongue, which we all now speak and which we
call English, arose from the mixing of French and the old Anglo-
Saxon speech; and the welding of the two was not complete
until the generation before 1400, half a thousand years after
Alfred's reign. Alfred's Anglo-Saxon is to-day a dead language.
The Battle of Eddington. The first seven years of Alfred's
reign, from 871 to 878, were very perilous. It looked as though
the heathen Danes, small as was their total number, were
going to become the masters of the country. The anarchy
which their repeated raids and burnings and massacres had
produced all over England was leading to a rapid decline which
might soon turn to a break-up. The Danes, under their Pagan
leader called Guthrum, were masters of all the North. They
put up a kinglet of their own in the Midlands over the district
called Mercia, but he was their humble vassal; and soon after
they began to extend their power towards the south. Had they
succeeded all England would have gone.
They came southward by land with a force of perhaps
8000 to 10,000 men, and though their attacks from the sea upon
the southern coasts were, as always, only raids and often
defeated, their establishment by land got stronger and stronger.
Many of the national leaders in the South—that is, the great
landowners—fled overseas rather than stand the pressure, and
took refuge in France. This was a most dangerous sign,
because in those days everything depended upon the com-
paratively small body of rich men who held the land as nobles,
and when they gave way the whole of society collapsed with
them; for the mass of the people were serfs, not trained to fight
and accepting whatever master war might give them. The worst
year in this pressure was 877, when Alfred himself and his court
held hardly any territory at all, and had to retire to fortified
positions in the far marshes of Somerset.
In this half-flooded land there are one or two higher bits
difficult to reach and suitable for defence; and in the district
called Athelney, near Taunton, there are two in particular—the
mount of Athelney itself and the isolated hillock called to this
day King Alfred's Fort. From this refuge Alfred issued in the
spring of 878, and on Whit Sunday summoned the lords and
freemen—that is, the fighting men—of the three counties at the
place where Somerset, Wiltshire, and Dorsetshire meet, a spot
called Penselwood. Thence he marched directly for the place
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